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Introduction
Monica Manolescu ♦ 
charlotte sturgess♦♦
this volume is the result of a conference held at the university of Strasbourg in March 2011, centred on the way north american minority and exilic literatures 
problematize such generally received notions as home and belonging. The issues 
discussed were closely related to the research topics pursued at the time by the 
english department of the university of Strasbourg, revolving around recycling, 
rewriting and recuperation in the english-speaking world. it was the first conference 
organized jointly by a canadianist and an americanist working at the english 
department of the university of Strasbourg, an inaugural event that allowed the 
organizers and the participants to experience the discourse of “the other half” and to 
embark upon a fruitful human and academic collaboration.
The conference itself and the present volume carry in their title the “imagined 
communities” theorized by Benedict anderson and the “recuperated homelands” 
that echo Salman rushdie’s “imaginary homelands”. anderson the historian and 
rushdie the writer thus provide the theoretical and imaginative framework, as well 
as the point of departure for an invitation to discuss communities and homelands 
in (mostly) 20th century and contemporary american and canadian literary works. 
The vision articulated by this volume combines ideological and aesthetic issues, 
politics and poetics, laying emphasis on the theoretical and literary expressions 
given by specific authors to notions like community, identity and belonging. This 
collection of articles purports to explore the connections between literature and 
forms of community within a corpus that includes both american and canadian 
writers – a challenging and fresh approach that maps a textual territory larger than 
the one usually explored by specialists of only one of these literatures. american and 
canadian studies scholars thus come together in this volume to offer an enlarged 
perspective on north american literature, a perspective in which literal and 
♦ Monica Manolescu, Université de Strasbourg. 
♦♦ charlotte Sturgess, Université de Strasbourg. 
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metaphoric frontiers between disciplines, authors, texts and spaces become porous 
and encourage circulation1.
often localised on an anxious border between an originary, “imaginary homeland” 
– only recuperated through myth and storytelling – and the lived present, caught 
between here and there, departure and arrival, minority and exilic literatures readily 
generate themes and tropes of nostalgia and the in-between: an “insider-outsider” 
status caught between community affiliations of origin and the social and cultural 
space of the adopted nation. in his essay on “imaginary homelands”, rushdie 
mentions the diasporic writer’s nostalgia, but insists on the need to anchor this 
nostalgia in the present. he describes the indian writer writing from outside india 
and attempting to recapture his past and homeland to an artist “dealing in broken 
mirrors, some of whose fragments have been irretrievably lost” (rushdie 11). a 
sense of incompleteness and fragmentariness is thus inherent in the process of 
recollection, but paradoxically this “broken mirror may actually be as valuable as the 
one which is supposedly unflawed” (ibid.). rushdie goes on to posit the present as 
the time of the creative process and defines nostalgia as an instrument that should 
be made to act from / in the present: “The broken glass is not merely a mirror 
of nostalgia. it is also, i believe, a useful tool with which to work in the present” 
(rushdie 12). a sense of balance between past and present is thus central to his 
concept of “imaginary homelands.” in the same spirit of equilibrium, he draws a 
larger picture of fluid frontiers and superior belonging that refuses narrowness and 
confinement: “to forget that there is a world beyond the community to which we 
belong, to confine ourselves within narrowly defined cultural frontiers, would be, 
i believe, to go voluntarily into that form of internal exile which in South africa is 
called the ‘homeland’” (rushdie 19). Far from romanticizing the diasporic subject, 
rushdie implies that the condition of liminality is not to be experienced passively, 
but to be actively celebrated and continuously forged as a site of dynamic interaction. 
This empowering effect transforms liminality into what Françoise Král calls a 
“metaperspective”, a perspective of perspectives, characterized by the multiplicity 
and dialogue of points of view (Král 14). The complex issue of how the individual 
relates to a community (or to more than one community) can only be projected 
and expressed from within this space of liminality, which allows the individual to 
experience multiple, often shifting and contradictory, allegiances.
Benedict anderson’s Imagined Communities emphasized the importance of 
the rhetoric of nationhood in the birth of 18th and 19th-century phenomena 
of nationalism. anderson’s compelling analysis of the genesis and evolution of 
nationalism focuses on the notion of community and its reliance on “narratives 
of identity”, collective imaginings of a group’s supposed origins, continuity and 
coherence linking the living and the dead (205). a process of fashioning takes 
1 See Sofie de Smyter’s conference report published in Transatlantica 1/2011: http://
transatlantica.revues.org/5234
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place, akin to religious imaginings, conferring significance on specific historical 
phenomena, human bonds and large-scale temporal configurations: “the magic of 
nationalism turns chance into destiny” (anderson 12). The rhetoric of nationalism 
goes hand in hand with a reinterpretation of history against the cultural background 
of the 18th century, which made it possible to “think” the nation (anderson 22). 
anderson shed light on the constructed nature of nationalism by examining the 
mechanisms of production and circulation of nationalist discourse, its reliance on 
images of organicity and the seminal role played by the development of the print 
industry. in anderson’s view, the 18th and 19th-century novel familiarized its readers 
with a certain understanding of time based on the simultaneity and multiplicity 
of narrative levels – a specific temporal framework that is part and parcel of the 
cultural background against which was articulated the discourse of nationalism. 
More recently, theorists like arjun appadurai have given prominence to phenoma 
of transnationalism and have discussed new forms of imagined communities 
in contemporary contexts of migration and globalization. Minority and exilic 
literatures contribute to reconceptualising the notions of home and nationhood and 
to challenging fixed assumptions of authentic origins. They deploy strategies that 
serve to reflect on and reshape the network of relations tying the individual to the 
community. Minority literatures suggest that the “insider-outsider” both confirms 
and calls into question the norms and values that construct national unities. 
The conferences’s keynote speakers and participants showed that minority 
literatures contribute to a dynamic political imaginary, envisaging alternative modes 
and discourses of citizenship. larissa lai – canadian writer, poet, literary critic and 
professor at the university of British columbia – focused on the ways in which 
new forms of asian-indigenous relations in canada reveal creative and nuanced 
perspectives on their shared experience. her paper entitled “how to do “you”: 
Methods of asian-indigenous relations” did not claim to offer a fixed method of 
conceiving the relations between the two communities, but rather attempted to sketch 
a context-dependent “poetics of relation” (in Glissant’s terms) seen as a framework of 
fundamentally creative interaction. lai stressed the problems of historical complicity 
between immigrants and land colonizers that may taint asian-indigenous relations, 
but still expressed the belief in the possibility of forming “anti-colonial alliances” 
(according to rita wong). lai analysed two instances of artistic practice. The first 
is an experiment conducted by the toronto-based Movement project (made up 
of artists from different backgrounds), entitled “how we Forgot here”, which 
foregrounds narratives of displacement and the problematic concepts of here / there, 
origin / arrival. The actors recreated (and reversed) a situation of airport customs, in 
which aboriginal customs officers asked questions about citizenship and reasons for 
travelling to canada, thus displacing and disturbing the official situation of political 
authority and control. The second experiment, “how to feed a piano” by performance 
artist david Khang, stresses “embodied histories and a politics of the local” through a 
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questioning of agency and authorship based on a remodelling of avant-garde forms 
of creativity (yves Klein in particular). By examining such contemporary artistic 
performances, larissa lai brought together political, aesthetic and theoretical issues 
explored on the level of creativity and art practice.
The second keynote speaker, deborah Madsen (university of Geneva), dealt with 
chinese-american literature, in particular with its “rhetoric of double allegiance” 
and the existence of two different approaches to belonging and community: a 
“neither / nor” logic present in the novels of amy tan, for instance, and a “both / and” 
mode of understanding the local-global relationship in the works of Fred wah and 
larissa lai. while the “between-worlds” attitude typical of an “airport literature 
paradigm” (as Madsen called it) perpetuates a “rhetoric of unbelonging” nourished 
by fantasies of home and the orient, the latter complicates and nuances Sino-
american relations in subtle ways, mainly by infusing the text with a transnational 
worldview that questions fixity and immobility. in larissa lai’s novels, “subjectivity 
is constructed transnationally across time and space”. Similarly, the work of Fred 
wah foregrounds interconnectedness rather than disjunction, relationality rather 
than single national identities. The fertile discussions following deborah Madsen’s 
presentation focused on concepts of essentialism and the ways in which texts go 
beyond simplistic nationalist dichotomies. They also showed that such models of 
unbelonging and belonging are not always easily transferable to other literatures 
(latino for instance).
The first workshop of the conference centred on the (often problematical) 
relationship between community and margins in the context of minority and 
exilic writing. Françoise Král approached the question through a theoretically 
informed probing of diasporic filiations which revisits Benedict anderson’s imagined 
communities, considers arjun appadurai’s transnational extension of the idea of 
community and proposes Marianne hirsch’s alternative script of how imaginary ties 
form and are maintained across borders. concentrating on South asian fiction, the 
author confronts the lure of hypermodernity with its fracturing of community bonds 
and reveals the anxious positioning of the diasporic subject in a world which promises 
fluidity and access yet often delivers invisibility and lack of recognition. in the next 
article, hans Bak examines a certain number of visual and narrative representations 
of the “flight to canada” motif, showing how utopian visions of a homeland and the 
politics informing such visions shaped works whose theme was the afro-american 
escape from slavery to the “promised land” north of the border. analyzing diverse 
works spanning two decades, the author creates a dialogue between text and image in 
order to show how america, africa and canada are imaginary territories where such 
notions as “home”, “return” and “belonging” circulate in an unstable fashion.
“unsettling cartographies” was the focus of the second workshop, setting the 
tone for articles problematising the relationship between geographical space and 
subjectivity. ada Savin explores the multiple overlapping meanings of the trope 
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of the graft in cristina Garcia’s The Agüero Sisters. The author demonstrates how 
cuba in Garcia’s novel is the site where geography encounters history, where the 
body and the body politic intertwine. The result is a complex of ruptures, shifting 
allegiances and textual engagements questioning the very possibility of “belonging”. 
Virginia ricard approaches the theme from a different perspective, that of the Jewish 
community in the united States at the beginning of the twentieth century. exploring 
the work of a little-known yet polyglot and cosmopolitan writer, ludwig lewisohn, 
this article shows how he debates in his fiction the meaning of a Jewish identity in 
the old world and the new. universalism versus separatism, affiliation to america 
as ethos or to ethnic roots are the philosophical and subjective choices at stake 
in migration. in this fiction, embracing the new world is less about geographical 
displacement than a displacement of values: assuming a minority positioning within 
a cartography of national pedagogies and formations. lianne Moyes furthers the 
reflection on national representations and values by examining two texts dealing with 
Mohawk sovereignty protests and police violence in 1990s Quebec during the much 
mediatised oka crisis. crystallising the conflicts and erasures inherent in canada’s 
official politics of all-inclusiveness and raising the question of civil disobedience 
as a legitimate form of protest, the texts provide a fertile ground for the author’s 
meditation on citizenship in a canadian context: the much lauded harmonious 
“mosaic” gives way to a more anxious social and political cartography.
The next set of essays deals with borders, be they geographical, cultural or 
subjective ones. charles-yves Grandjeat’s article on a novel by chicana writer helena 
Maria Viramontes analyses the somewhat paradoxical rooting of a marginalised 
community in a barrio being torn up in the interests of global capitalism. 
demonstrating the novel’s dual movement towards (literal and symbolic) territorial 
commitment and forced disappropriation, the author sheds light on the community 
allegiances that form across and beyond the high capitalist disengagement from 
the local and the lived in. The next essay deals with a different set of cultural and 
textual borders: those in the work of native-american writer louis owens. Michel 
Feith unpacks the overlapping and interlocking genres and discourses that compose 
fictions of an american west permeated by mythologies of the western. he shows 
how parody, revision and intertextual play are ways of accommodating both native 
and western perspectives within a single narrative frame and how such multiple 
crossings of cultural borders contribute to a renewed understanding of the postulate 
“imaginary homeland”. The asian-american writer Shawn wong’s novel Homebase 
is the focus of the final essay in this section. Marie-agnès Gay comes to grips with the 
commonly maintained critical opposition between the politics of cultural nationalism 
and those of transnational, diasporic affiliations. She demonstrates that Homebase, 
despite its seemingly overt ethnocentrism, is covertly motivated by unstable forces: 
those of the Freudian “uncanny” and homi Bahba’s “unhomeliness”. Thus, the stable 
epistemological ground on which “home” could be founded is radically questioned 
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and the complex aesthetics of the novel becomes a powerful tool in blurring the limits 
of simple binaries and forcing a re-appraisal of postcolonial critical categories.
The last workshop centres on the theme of imaginary homelands through the 
prism of ethnicity and the codes it engenders. in her article claire omhovère focuses 
on two canadian novels of dogrib and Mennonite extraction in order to reveal the 
discursive foundations of identity formation. concentrating on the poetic and pop 
culture strategies at work in the two works under scrutiny, the author shows how 
the constraints of stereotype preclude such communities’ claims to both authenticity 
and modernity. The novels’ engaging with pop culture, an essentially cross-cultural 
and intra-generational phenomenon, becomes a way of moving beyond the double 
bind of community / national allegiance. The final article examines the overlapping 
of ethnic identity and caribbean roots in Jamaica Kincaid’s writing. Marie-claude 
Perrin-chenour studies how, in a geographical territory riven by conquest and 
destruction, the gendered trope of “mother / land” is a poetic way of coming to 
terms with, and accommodating the symbolic fissures in the cultural bedrock of the 
caribbean. The quest for origins, reoriented via the metaphor of the body, allows 
an imaginary reconnecting of subject to place. The poetics of regression at work is 
therefore not a retreat into essentialist ethnic identifications but a politics enabling a 
renewed relation to place and to history.
The central concepts discussed in the various papers are given a visual counterpart 
in linda Gass’s Split Personality (2006), a “stitched painting” (as the california-based 
artist calls it) that depicts a liminal scape of territories, borders and mapping2. we are 
grateful to the artist for allowing us to use a reproduction of her work for the cover 
of our volume.
last but not least, our thanks go to Stéphanie alkofer, christine lorre, 
Sophie Mantrant and antonia rigaud for their careful rereading and invaluable 
suggestions.
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